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STU

DY the Issue

D
iagram

 the process behind the relevant practice
n	

C
ollect firsthand inform

ation from
 m

ultiple sources
n	

Include people w
ho are directly involved in 	

the process
n	

D
raw

 and label a process flow
 diagram

G
ather specific data about best practices
n	

R
eview

 the available ethics know
ledge on the issue, 

including ethical guidelines, consensus statem
ents, 

codes of ethics of professional groups, scholarly 
publications, and online resources 

n	
R

eview
 applicable VA

 policy and law
n	

S
eek exam

ples of m
odel practices in other facilities 

n	
W

hen appropriate, consult subject m
atter experts 

n	
U

se a com
bination of available know

ledge, practical 
advice, and ethical analysis to develop best practices

G
ather specific data about current practices
n	

E
stablish a baseline to com

pare the results of future 
im

provem
ent efforts against

n	
Keep data collection efforts sim

ple and targeted
n	

P
ractices can often be m

easured by com
paring the 

num
ber of occurrences of the practice before and 

after an im
provem

ent
n	

C
onsider such tools as key inform

ant interview
s, 

focus groups, and existing databases or records 
n	

C
onsider using already validated instrum

ents rather 
than designing new

 surveys
n	

C
onsult w

ith local quality m
anagem

ent staff

R
efine the im

provem
ent goal to reflect the ethics 

quality gap
n	

C
om

pare best practices to current practices
n	

D
escribe the distance betw

een w
here you are 

and w
here you w

ant to be in quantitative term
s, if 

possible
n	

D
efine a tim

e fram
e for the im

provem
ent goal, if 

possible

ID
EN

TIFY an Issue

B
e proactive in identifying ethics issues
n	

G
ather and m

aintain a list of ethics issues
n	

E
stablish regular contact w

ith groups, such as the 
ethics consultation service, senior m

anagem
ent, 

service and program
 heads, quality m

anagem
ent 

staff 
n	

Ensure that those w
ho m

ay w
ish to refer ethics 

issues are know
ledgeable about the preventive 

ethics team
 and w

hat it does
n	

E
xam

ine other sources of inform
ation, such as 

accreditation review
s and sentinel event reports

C
haracterize each issue
n	

D
oes the issue give rise to an ethical concern?

n	
D

oes the issue suggest an ethics quality gap?
n	

W
hen in doubt, consider w

hether another process in 
the organization should address the issue

n	
Keep a log of issues for future consideration

C
larify each issue by listing the im

provem
ent goal

n	
S

pecify the im
provem

ent goal the team
 w

ould like to 
achieve

n	
A

ssign a shorthand w
orking title that expresses both 

the ethics issue and the im
provem

ent goal

Prioritize the issues and select one
n	

S
elect an issue in w

hich the im
provem

ent effort is 
likely to have a real im

pact on the facility’s ethical 
practices

n	
C

onsider these questions: 


	Is the issue a high priority for leadership or other 

im
portant stakeholders?


	A

re there data indicating an ethics quality gap?


	H

ow
 significant are the issue and its effects?


	Is the issue of m

anageable size and scope? C
an	

it be broken dow
n into com

ponents?


	Is it likely that the preventive ethics team

 w
ill be 

able to bring about change? 

SELEC
T a Strategy

Identify the m
ajor cause(s) of the ethics 

quality gap
n	

D
o a root cause analysis 

n	
Involve the people w

ho know
 or use the process to 

help identify the causes 
n	

B
ear in m

ind that m
ultiple causes often contribute to 

the gap 
n	

U
se a fishbone or cause-and-effect diagram

 to 
diagram

 the causes 

B
rainstorm

 possible strategies to narrow
 the gap

n	
Follow

 the rules of brainstorm
ing:


	Indicate clearly w

hen brainstorm
ing begins 	

and ends


	Encourage creativity


	Keep com

m
ents brief


	D

on’t interrupt or criticize


	R

ecord com
m

ents in the contributor’s 	
ow

n w
ords


	Engage each m

em
ber of the group

n	
S

ort through new
 ideas, critiquing, refining, and 

reorganizing them
n	

S
um

m
arize the ideas in a list of strategies 

C
hoose one or m

ore strategies to try
n	

S
earch for strategies w

ith the highest likelihood of 
success, the m

axim
um

 expected net benefit, and the 
low

est resource requirem
ents

n	
R

ecognize that m
odest strategies are m

ore likely to 
be successful than grand plans

n
	

W
eigh the likely im

pacts in term
s of their m

agnitude 
the degree to w

hich they can be sustained over tim
e

n	
C

onsider potential negative consequences
n	

M
ake sure the strategy is not itself ethically 

problem
atic 

n	
Take into account expected m

onetary costs, person-
hours of staff tim

e, and other resource requirem
ents

n	
Think about w

ays to conserve resources, e.g., 
by trying out a strategy on a sm

all scale before 
im

plem
enting it m

ore w
idely

n	
C

ontact individuals outside of the preventive ethics 
function to obtain additional inform

ation or support 
as necessary




